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T/W
Writing Methods Key in Preparing Hope-Focused
Teacher-Writers and Teachers of Writing
Nicole Sieben, SUNY Old Westbury
“I write because I have something to say. I teach because you have something to
say and the world needs to hear it.” (Sieben, 2013, p.112)
During my time as a public-school English language arts (ELA) teacher in
New York, I shared these sentiments with a class of high school writers when they
asked why I had chosen to become an English teacher in choosing my profession.
Because I identify as a teacher-writer, I let them know why I have chosen to be a
writer and a teacher of writing, and today those sentiments remain true.
When I became an English educator years later, I carried this idea with me
into my planning of English language arts methods courses, which at my institution
include “writing methods” approaches embedded into the curricula. Currently, I am
completing my eighth year as a professor of secondary English education at a
suburban, liberal arts, public state college in New York where I also serve as
coordinator for the graduate programs in English education. The graduate students
in our programs often commute from New York City boroughs or Long Island
towns, and we have students who attend our college who went to undergraduate
programs inside and outside of New York State. Many of the students in our
programs are first-generation college students at both the graduate and
undergraduate levels, and all of our students are uniquely talented in their teaching
and writing skills.
While prior universities that I have taught at dedicate a full course to
Writing Methods, the graduate program established at the college where I now
teach consists of two ELA methods courses: Methods and Materials of Teaching
English Language Arts (Methods I) and Literacy, Research, and Technology:
English Language Arts (Methods II). Both courses are intended to include strategies
for teaching writing to secondary school students, but neither is devoted solely to
that, so when I plan for each semester (since I teach both courses to the preservice
and inservice ELA teachers in the English Education programs) I intentionally seek
to plan writing experiences that position students (i.e., teacher candidates, teachers)
as both teacher-writers and teachers of writing with unique writing strengths to
share and develop.
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Teacher-Writers
As much of the literature about the preparation of writing teachers indicates,
if we are going to be the most effective and authentic writing educators we can be,
we must also be writers ourselves. We need to do both simultaneously so that we
can empathize with various parts of the writing processes our students may
experience, and so that we can practice writing approaches that we suggest to
students are effective ways of writing (Dawson, 2017). As writing teachers who
write routinely, we can come to the work of teaching writing more human(e)ly and
humbly with the understanding that what works for us as experienced writers may
not work for our students still experimenting with various writing strategies they
are learning in the classroom from teachers, peers, and textual models. For example,
in my own writing history, I acknowledge with students that my formative writing
experiences go back to my days as a Montessori elementary school student (with
choice writing assignments built into every day) and as a child of two formally
trained educators (with a mother who was a literacy specialist and a father who was
a social studies teacher), but I know my writing history does not contain the same
narratives and milestones as those of my students. I am mindful of this when I
prepare teachers of writing. We all have our histories and our strengths as writers
and as teachers, and it is through this strengths-based mindset that I prepare teacherwriters and teachers of writing to do this fulfilling, voice-building work.
As an undergraduate Writing and Communications major who later
attended graduate school to become an English teacher and then a teacher educator,
I carry with me these educational experiences that have led me to writing and
teaching for social justice purposes. As such, I want the preservice and inservice
teachers in my courses to know that they also have something to say, and that what
they say matters to the larger professional community of English language arts
teachers, to their school communities, and specifically to their students. By the time
they complete the first methods course at our institution, it is my hope that they
have begun to identify as teacher-writers and think about outlets for their own
writing and ideas, and my goal is to help them achieve an authentic audience in the
field of writing/teacher education if this is a personal goal they also wish to achieve.
In the second of the methods courses, a “Professional Writings” assignment I’ve
created helps them to get there.
The assignment asks students to consider a topic in English education that
is of particular interest to them. Then students are prompted to ask a question
grounded in this topic that they will then research and write about for either a
potential journal/ book chapter publication or conference presentation. Several
students each semester often decide to submit to one of the NCTE journals they
read articles from throughout their time in the English education graduate program
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(e.g., English Journal, English Leadership Quarterly, Voices from the Middle),
while others choose to present their work at the NCTE Annual Convention in
November in the session “The Future is Now: Exploring 21st-Century Teaching
Ideas with the Next Generation of English Teachers,” organized annually by NCTE
ELATE members Drs. Alan Brown and Luke Rodesiler. Still, some students decide
their pieces are not ready yet for an audience of their peers, and they communicate
to me that they choose at this time “only” to present their work to our class, which
I also allow as an option so as to give an additional space for feedback and
workshopping of professional ideas to occur. In doing this, I also want to
communicate to my students that even amongst a cohort of adult peers, everyone’s
writing can and will emerge at different stages at distinct times because everyone’s
process and pacing is unique. I model this avenue of choice for students because I
also hope they allow these types of choices for their own students.
As research in the field of writing/teacher education has shown, writing
educators who provide their students (of all levels) with choices in writing process
and projects have a greater chance of seeing individual and collective agency surges
from student writers (Sieben, 2018). Prior research from Kohn (1993), Whitney
(2017), and others indicates that giving students choices in their learning processes,
assignments, and audiences increases their affect and motivation towards writing.
Kohn’s (1993) work also suggests that, in many ways, the process of engaging in
making choices is the point and yields the most authentic learning gains. Therefore,
all of the writing assignments that I include in both methods courses always involve
several degrees of choice, as in the “Professional Writings” assignment described
above, so as to ensure that the preservice and inservice English teachers in my
courses experience first-hand the benefits of embedding choice into the writing
assignments they create for their secondary students. Because of this teaching
practice, I have witnessed the agency surges and skill mastery that student-writers
and teacher-writers experience when they are given the opportunity to shape a
project and choose a topic, audience, and presentation genre they have helped to
create (Sieben, 2018). Just as we (e.g., teacher educators, scholars, researchers)
have choice in which journals and conferences we submit our written work to, I
want my students (and their students) to understand that they have agency in where,
when, and how they choose to share their voices and ideas with the world.
Teachers of Writing
In reflecting on all that I have learned from engaging with writing process
theory, I am grateful for all the foundational work in writing teacher education that
has taught me about the need for maintaining a focus on process over product
(Graham & Perin, 2007a, 2007b; Graves, 1975; Hillocks et al., 1983; Smagorinsky
et al., 2010; Whitney & Johnson, 2017). Because of the many ways emphasizing
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process empowers students and gives them hope while writing, teaching a processbased approach in methods courses seems ever critical. Whitney and Johnson
(2017) note in their work too that, “writing process points toward social justice”
(p.84), which encourages writers to see their work as a potential change agent that
can indeed change the world. Thus, students in writing methods courses who are
becoming teachers of writing may grow to see the usefulness of developing an
instructional approach that also centers process over product and hope over rigid
standards.
While much of what we do in our methods courses prepares our students to
become effective and efficient teachers of writing, I also always hold at least one
additional, overarching affective goal for the students I work with in methods
courses–that they also become hope-filled teachers of writing for and with their
students as they explore writing process approaches. Hope contains within it several
layers of meaning across educational contexts; however, in the context of the work
I do in teaching writing and writing methods, I rely on the action-based, positive
psychology definition of hope that includes goal-directed thinking plus agency and
pathways to reaching success (Snyder, 1996). This hope anchor for teachers of
writing to consider centers a process-based system that is constantly in motion
towards progress and optimal learning gains.
The goal of keeping hope at the center of the work on writing education
became a focus for me as a doctoral student researching what it means for college
and secondary students to have “writing hope” (i.e., the will and the ways to
accomplish self-determined writing goals) (Sieben, 2018). Now in my work as a
writing teacher educator, much of that focus has shifted to also include what it
means for teachers of writing to have “writing hope” alongside and for/with their
students (Sieben, 2018). In pursuing this more recent research inquiry with
generous feedback from inservice ELA teachers, I have come to understand more
about what K-12 students need today in order to develop their affect/motivation
and pathways/strategies to pursue their self-determined writing goals that keep
them moving forward towards writing success. While “success” is one of those
ideas that seems to always be a moving target in education, it is consistently my
intention that the writing teachers that I work with include in their definitions of
writing success the notion that their students have a hopefulness about writing that
propels them forward into the “next” writing stage of their journeys (Sieben, 2019).
Many ELA teachers and teacher educators hold the sentiment that writing to share
one’s authentic, original voice is one of the most critical associations with writing
students can develop. Each student’s voice has the ability to change the world in a
variety of ways, and hope-focused writing instruction can guide students to and
through that belief.
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“Writing hope” for K-12 students and for writing/teacher educators is a
guiding framework I have worked on developing throughout my collaborative
inquiries and projects with inservice and preservice teachers over the past decade.
Because of the support of an NCTE ELATE Research Initiative Grant that I
received in 2013, and the funding and time it afforded me to speak with writing
teachers across the United States in various capacities, I have learned about the
many nuances that “writing hope” can include, and as I continue to work with
preservice and inservice English teachers in various contexts, I appreciate the
opportunities I have had to create, propose, workshop, practice, and revise “writing
hope” teaching strategies alongside inservice ELA teachers that I can share with
the students in my courses. Now, when I develop curricula for teaching writing
methods to preservice and inservice teachers, writing hope is an overarching
principle I share.
Overall, this grounding “writing hope” theory includes three instructional
components: (a) goal-directed activities, (b) motivation-building work (writing
hope agency/ will), and (c) strategies-focused learning (writing hope pathways/
ways) (Sieben, 2018). Within each instructional component, opportunities exist for
teaching writing in authentic, process-driven, strengths-based ways. In the chart
below, I list some writing methods that I have workshopped with inservice ELA
teachers and now share with future and practicing ELA teachers in methods courses
that can be recreated with K-12 students to develop their writing processes (content
from, Sieben, 2018). Though many of the strategies in this list are ones frequently
used in our community of writing teacher educators, the details of each of these
strategies (implemented with a hope-focus) can be found in the book Writing Hope
Strategies for Writing Success in Secondary Schools: A Strengths-Based Approach
to Teaching Writing (Sieben, 2018). One main principle that connects all ideas
found in the chart (and in the pages of the book), which I emphasize with methods
students, is the idea that student-writers benefit from engaging in a multitude of
processes and pathways while they are writing and learning to write, and with this
understanding they learn that no pathway towards writing success will be
completely obstacle-free. With the anticipation of obstacles present, writers can
expect some roadblocks but will know there are other ways through the writing
project to meet the desired goal. An additional key concept then, I think, to reinforce
to those teaching writing to K-12 students is that when hope is present– the goaldirected, action-based, process-driven writing hope described above– success is
always within reach. There is room to try, err, redirect, engage in a revised process,
and try again. When hope drives the process, learning occurs, and when strengthsbased processes exist, writing skill development and hope-building in writing,
teaching, and life are possible.
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Goals Component

Pathways Component

Agency Component

a. Guided Goal Setting (for
Writing Worthwhile Writing
Goals)
b. Writing Goals Journals

a. Writing Process Pathways
Maps
b. Anticipatory Problem-Solving
Brainstorms
c. Verbalized Writing Plans
d. Role-Play Situations as a
Writer
e. Social (In)Justice Analysis
through Writing Hope
f. Writing Experience
Workshops
g. Digital Literacy Activities
h. Balanced Explanation
Feedback

a. Demonstrating Writing
Enjoyment
b. Framing Writing as an Act of
Identity Formation and as a
Tool of Empowerment
c. Creating Caring Writing
Environments
d. Sharing Student Success
Models
e.Creating Authentic Audiences
for Student Writing
f. Increasing Writing Frequency
through Low-Stakes
Meaningful Writing Activities
g. Providing Students with
Choice
h. Giving Balanced Explanation
Feedback

Conclusion
When I teach writing methods, I remember my mantra from when I first
started teaching ELA: “I teach because you have something to say and the world
needs to hear it.” I share this with methods students in the hopes that they believe,
or come to believe, that what they have to say (and write and share) matters and
that the same is also true for their students. In writing methods courses, building a
community of empowered, hope-filled writers engaged in strengths-based
processes is ultimately my first goal because I know that skill development will
always follow as writing process pedagogy teaches us. Teaching writing in this way
builds a social justice purpose into the teaching of writing (and the act of writing)
that research has shown pays dividends. When “students are required to mold their
writing into formats and styles that are inauthentic to their identities and ways of
being in the world… they see writing as an act of compliance rather than
empowerment,” (Sieben, 2018, p. 231) and thus do not grow to identify as writers.
Some approaches to teaching writing may “superficially affirm differences and
diversities while maintaining the status quo” (Kinloch, 2017, pp. 28–29); however,
teaching a writing process framework grounded in hope authentically “affirms
differences and diversities in writing styles and disrupts the status quo by allowing
students to dictate the processes they engage in and the ideas they engage with”
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(Sieben, 2018, p. 231). Giving teacher-writers and teachers of writing the training
and space to make choices with their students about which pathways to writing
success they will engage in as a class community and as individual writers
empowers their writing communities and the thousands of writers’ voices they will
be privileged to work with during their years as ELA teachers. As such, the teaching
of writing methods is truly an undertaking of social justice work because it places
with each individual writing teacher educator the chance to embolden the next
generation of writing teachers with hope for and with their students.
As a student and scholar of hope theory who also identifies as a teacherwriter and a teacher of writing, I have seen how “writing hope theory” has the
capacity to build life-long writers who feel empowered by their writing practices
and view their process and products as change agents in their communities, society
writ large, and the world. With this in mind, I plan methods courses for English
teachers and then listen to the echoes of hope as the world hears the critical words
they have to say.
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